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One Size Never Fits All: Designing
Assessment-Based Reading Instruction
BY

TANYA CHRIST & RoN CRAMER

A

yone who has tried on a one-size-fits-all T-shirt knows that this concept is a fallacy. So, why should we
think that one kind of instruction would meet the needs of all the children in our classroom? This is a
fallacy too. Research shows that when teachers use the same materials and methods for all the students
in their class, some students make little progress (Schumm, Moodly, & Vaughn, 2000). Considering children's
individual reading strengths and needs to inform instructional decisions and to differentiate instruction based
on students' strengths and needs provides a better fit, and subsequently children make better progress (Clay,
2002; Elbaum, Hughes, Moodly, & Vaughn, 1999; Tyner & Green, 2005; Vaughn, Hughes, Moodly, & Elbaum,
2001). Unfortunately, most classrooms are using a one-size-fits-all approach to reading instruction (Elbaum et
al., 1999; Vaughn et al., 2001). This article aims to provide guidance for addressing this problem by explaining
how teachers can design instruction to fit kids based on assessment data. We begin by presenting five
aspects of reading proficiency that should be assessed. Then we discuss methods for collecting and tracking
assessment data. Next we discuss how to determine an appropriate context for instruction. Finally, we present
a framework for planning assessment-based instruction.

Five Aspects of Reading
Proficiency That
Should Be Assessed

Emergent Reading Skills
Emergent reading skills include three major
areas: (1) concepts about print, (2) letter-sound
identification, and (3) phonological and phonemic
awareness (Clay, 2002). These three areas provide
the foundation for reading development. There are
many assessments that can be used for emergent
literacy. Most of these are based on Marie Clay's
Observation Survey (2002), such as the Michigan
Literacy Progress Profile (MLPP; Michigan
Department of Education, 2001) that is typically
used in our state. Identify which of these three
major skill areas the student knows. These are

There are five major areas of reading proficiency to
assess that will inform your planning for instruction
that will fit kids' needs: (1) emergent reading
skills, (2) word recognition, (3) word-meaning
understanding (4) fluency, and (5) comprehension
(Caldwell & Leslie, 2009; Cooper & Kiger, 2008;
Gunning, 2006). Each area can be sub-divided
to specify more specific instructional needs. For
example, Esther is a first grader who needs to
develop emergent literacy skills, but not necessarily
all emerg~nt literacy sk!lls. She may
Figure 1
have acqmred phonological awareness,
Interrelatedness of Five Aspects of Reading Proficiency
but may not yet have acquired concepts
Word-Meaning Knowledge
about print and letter identification
Morphemic
Clues
Conte¥t Clues
(Clay, 2002). Identifying specific
literacy needs is crucial to effective
and efficient instructional planning to
Emergent Literacy
Skills
fit kids' needs (Kibby & Dechert, 2006;
Walker, 2008). The following sections
describe how to identify specific
literacy needs for each of the major
areas of reading proficiency. As you
Comprehension
read the sections that follow, note that
o Strategies
the five areas of reading proficiency
o Responses
are interrelated (Bear, 1991). These
interrelations are visually presented in
Figure 1. However, for clarity's sake,
we present each separately.
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strengths. Use strengths to further instructional
growth. Identify the sub-skills for which the student
demonstrates limited or no knowledge. These are
needs. Teach the needs as described in the following
three sections.

Concepts about print. There are four concepts
about print that a student must learn: print carries
meaning, concept of word, concept of letter, and
directionality (Clay, 2002). These can be assessed
using the Concepts About Print subtest of Clay's
(2002) Observation Survey or the MLPP (Michigan
Department of Education, 2001). On this task, a
student demonstrates that print carries meaning
by pointing to print, versus illustrations, when
asked where to read in a picture book. A student
demonstrates concept of word by pointing to a single
word when asked. Similarly, a student demonstrates
concept of letter by pointing to a single letter when
asked. A student demonstrates directionality in a
variety of ways, listed here in their approximate
developmental order: (1) holding a book in the correct
reading position, (2) turning the pages from right
to left, (3) attending to pages from left to right, (4)
tracking print from left to right, (5) tracking print
from top to bottom, and (6) tracking print correctly
from one line to the next.
Determine which concepts about print a student
knows. These are strengths. Determine which
concepts about print a student does not yet know.
These are instructional needs. Teach the concepts
about print that a student needs to learn. Teach
those concepts that have a developmental order (e.g.,
directionality), in their developmental order.

Letter-sound knowledge. Students may
demonstrate letter-sound knowledge in any of the
following ways when presented letters in isolation,
such as on the letter identification task of the Clay
Observation Survey (2002) or MLPP (Michigan
Department of Education, 2001): stating letter
names, stating letter sounds, or stating words that
begin with particular letters. Record which aspects
of letter identification a child knows (names, sounds,
or words) and for which letters. Those aspects of
letter knowledge that the child knows are strengths,
and those aspects that she needs to know are needs.
Similarly, the letters that the child knows are
strengths and the letters that she needs to learn are
those that should be taught.
Phonological and phonemic awareness.
Phonological awareness is the ability to recognize
larger sound-parts in words, such as rhyming
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ending sounds in words (Anthony and Francis,
2005). Identifying or generating rhyming words
demonstrates phonological awareness. Phonemic
awareness is the ability to recognize discrete single
sounds in words (Anthony and Francis, 2005). The
ability to identify and generate discrete sounds
within words typically occurs over time in this order:
initial sounds (/c/ in cat), ending sounds (It! in cat),
and medial sounds (/a/ in cat) (Anthony, Lonigan,
Driscoll, Phillips, & Burgess, 2003). When a student
can identify discrete sounds in words, then their
ability to manipulate these sounds across develops
in the following order: (1) blending, (2) segmenting,
and (3) substituting sounds (Anthony et al., 2003) .
Students first substitute beginning, then ending, and
finally medial sounds to make new words.
Phonological and phonemic awareness pertain
only to sounds, not letter-sound relationships, as
in phonics. However, phonological and phonemic
awareness provides the foundation needed for
word recognition (National Reading Panel, 2000).
Phonological awareness can be assessed using the
battery of subtests provided as part of the MLPP
(Michigan Department of Education, 2001) or
Abecedarian (Wren & Watts, 2002) . Identify what
aspects of phonological and phonemic awareness a
child has developed-these are strengths. Identify the
next developmental step for the child to learn about
phonological or phonemic awareness-this is her
instructional need.

Word Recognition
Word recognition is necessary for comprehension
(Cutting & Scarborough, 2006). It can be
accomplished via sight word recognition or decoding
(Cooper & Kiger, 2008; Gunning, 2006). Identify
which of these means of word recognition are
strengths, and which are needs. Teach to improve
strengths and develop needs.

Word recognition by sight. Sight word knowledge
develops as a function of volume of reading
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998), and this automatic
recognition of words facilitates comprehension
(LaBerge & Samuels, 1974). As readers mature,
their sight vocabulary increases. Correspondingly,
the number of words requiring decoding diminishes.
A sight vocabulary must be adequate to support
students' instructional reading levels (Nation, 2001).
Informal reading inventories typically include leveled
word-lists designed to measure the extent of sight-
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word knowledge out-of-context. For example, both the
Critical Reading Inventory (CRI; Applegate, Quinn, &
Applegate, 2007) and Qualitative Reading Inventory-5
(QRI-5; Leslie & Caldwell, 2010) include word lists for
each grade-level from pre-prime through high school.
The Fry Instant Word List (1980) also provides a list of
high frequency words to assess sight word recognition.
Fry (1980) reports that the first 100 of words on this
list comprise about half of the words encountered in
text, and the entire 300-word list comprises about 65%
of the words encountered in text.
A more authentic measure of sight-word knowledge
is determined by assessing automatic and instant
word recognition within the context of reading
passages (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1980),
such as those that are part of informal reading
inventories. Determining what constitutes adequate
sight word knowledge requires consideration of
comprehension and word recognition in context
scores (see Authors, 2010). If a student recognizes
most (99-100%) of words on a passage at his grade
level, then sight word knowledge is a strength. If
not, then this is a need.

Decoding. Developing readers must learn to decode
unknown words. Decoding can be assessed as
students read words in context, such as on passages
in the CRI or QRI. Three cuing systems aid decoding:
graphophonic, semantic, and syntactic (Goodman,
Watson, & Burke, 2005). Teach readers to use these
decoding cues singly and then in combination. Keep
in mind that determining the pronunciation of a word
requires that an oral language counterpart exist
in a reader's oral language (Biemiller, 2003). The
cuing system is highly dependent on a reader's oral
language knowledge and cannot overcome missing
oral language knowledge.
Graphophonics refers to the use of letter-sound cues
(Goodman et al., 2005). Assessments such as the
Early Names Test (Mather, Sammons, & Schwartz,
2006) and the Names Test (Cunningham, 1990) can
help you to determine what graphophonic patterns
(e.g. blends, digraphs, and rime patterns) and
strategies (e.g., chunking) your students are able to
apply to decode words. Letter-sound patterns that a
student knows are strengths, and those the student
does not know are instructional needs.
Teach letter-sound relations systematically and
explicitly (National Reading Panel, 2000). The
order of phonics instruction varies. We recommend
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Venesky's (1999) and Bear's (2008) approach: (1)
first, teach the most common and easiest-to-learn
consonant letter-sound patterns (e.g., d, s, and
m); (2) next, teach the more complex letter-sound
patterns (e.g., consonant blends and diagraphs,
and letters that have two possible sounds, such
as c and g); (3) then, teach the least frequent
letter-sound patterns (e.g., j and z). Likewise,
vowel pattern instruction is usually taught in
the following order: short-vowel patterns, regular
long-vowel patterns, other long-vowel patterns
(Bear et al., 2008).
In addition to knowing the letter-sound relations,
students must be able to apply these to decoding
words. There are two applications of letter-sound
cues: phonic analysis and structural analysis.
Phonic analysis is the sounding out of words,
one or more letter-sound associations at a time.
Structural analysis involves chunking words by
their structural parts: for-got, re-peat-ed-ly or
analogizing from the structure of a known word to
decode an unknown word: I know hammer, so I can
decode stammer.

Semantics deals with meaning. Meaning cues are
associated with the context in which a word appears
(Goodman et al., 2005). Often for beginning readers
this context includes the illustration clues (Gunning,
2006). Teach students to consider illustration and
text clues to determine whether a word "makes sense"
in the context of the text. Semantic and graphophonic
cues used in combination are usually sufficient to
decode an unknown word if it exists in a student's
oral vocabulary (Clark, 2004).
Syntax refers to the rules for arranging words in
order to form grammatical sentences. Syntactic
cues are occasionally helpful in determining an
unrecognized word (Goodman et al., 2005), though we
believe that they are less helpful than graphophonic
and semantic cues. These clues are particularly
difficult to use for English language learners or
students who speak different dialects of English since
the grammatical structure in their native language or
dialect may differ from Standard English.
Identify which cuing systems the student uses. These
are strengths. Identify which the student needs to
learn to use. These are needs. Identify whether or
not the student can use these cues in combination to
increase decoding accuracy. If so, this is a strength. If
not, then this is an instructional need.
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Word-Meaning Understanding
Word-meaning understanding is crucial to
comprehension (Chall, Jacobs, & Baldwin 1990).
Therefore, it is important to assess how students'
knowledge of word meanings affects their
comprehension. For example, if a student reads a
passage about black bears and does not know what
hibernating means, this is likely to have a negative
affect on his comprehension.
How do you detect whether a student's word-meaning
knowledge may be affecting comprehension? We
suggest three ways. First, listen for the students' use
of the word while retelling or discussing the text. If
they use or reference the word appropriately, most
likely they know its meaning (Beck, McKeown, &
Kucan, 2002). Second, evaluate students' response
to questions that use the word in a question (Walsh
& Blewitt 2006). For example, "What did the bear
do before hibernating?" Difficulty answering this
question suggests a word-meaning understanding
issue. Third, misunderstanding a part of the
passage related to a word signals a word-meaning
understanding issue. Ask a word-meaning question
directly (Justice 2002), if you suspect a target word is
unknown: Do you know what hibernating means?
Teaching new word meanings is an important
component of reading instruction (Gunning, 2006). It
is even more crucial if you notice that your students'
comprehension is impaired because of a lack of wordmeaning knowledge.
To further inform word meaning instruction, assess
how your students figure out meaning as they read.
Two basic cues are available: morphemic cues and
context cues (Nagy & Scott, 2000).

Morphemic clues. Morphemic refers to the
meaning, structure, and relation among word parts
(Harmon, 1998). For instance, the word unhappy can
be broken into two morphemic units, un meaning
not, and happy, meaning pleasure. Knowing the
meanings of the morphemic parts of words helps
readers determine word meaning. Observe whether
your students know and use common roots, prefixes,
and suffixes to determine meaning. If they do, this is
a strength; if not this is a need.
Context clues. What a word means depends on the
context in which it appears. Context often provides
surrounding language that explains or modifies
what a word means, though sometimes it does not
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(Konopak, 1988). Observe whether students use
available context (in text or illustrations) to derive
meaning. If they do not use context, then teach this
strategy explicitly.

Fluency
Fluency improves the probability that readers will
comprehend text because fluent readers can devote
their full attention to meaning; whereas, non-fluent
readers devote so much attention to word recognition
that little attention is left to focus on meaning, often
resulting in impaired comprehension (Osborn & Lehr,
2003; Rasinski, 1989; Samuels, 1997). Four aspects of
fluency are important: automaticity, rate, accuracy,
and prosody (National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development, 2000). Comprehension is also
part of fluency (e.g., Samuels, 2002); however, we
will discuss comprehension assessment separately for
organizational purposes.

Automaticity. Knowing words instantly at sight
signals automaticity (Kuhn & Stahl, 2000). One
way to assess automaticity is to time students
as they read words, in isolation such as is the
practice on the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early
Literacy Skills testing (DIBELS; Good & Kaminski,
2002). It is important to note that this approach to
fluency assessment is limited in two ways. First,
it does not reflect fluency in the context of actual
reading. Second, it does not provide a measure of
comprehension, which many researchers argue is an
important component of fluency (e.g., Samuels, 2002).
A potentially better way to assess fluency is to
calculate students' percentage of words recognized
automatically on leveled passages, such as those
provided on the CRI or QRI. Mature readers have
large automatic sight vocabularies, enabling them
to focus on meaning (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974). If
students need to frequently apply decoding skills,
this signals that their word recognition is not yet
primarily automatic (Torgesen, 1986), and sight
word instruction is needed. In addition to sight word
instruction, frequent reading helps students to build
their automatic sight vocabularies (Cunningham &
Stanovich, 1998).

Rate. Rate is the speed at which one reads. To
calculate reading rate, or words read per minute,
divide the number of words read by the number of
minutes that it took to read these words (you could
use CRI or QRI passages, or any other text). Compare

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

CHRIST

the student's reading rate to the average rate for his
grade-level (see Table 1). If he reads, on average,
at the rate appropriate to his grade, then rate is a
strength. If not, then provide instruction to increase
his reading rate, such as sight word instruction and
frequent reading to increase sight word recognition.
Additionally, consider that a fluent reader is
strategic, flexible, and purposeful in adjusting his
reading rate (Fuchs, Fuchs, Hosp, & Jenkins, 2001).
A reader's purpose may call for skimming, scanning,
or study reading. Purpose and text difficulty may
require slow reading and rereading or may allow for
quick and less careful reading. Observe whether a
student strategically adjusts her reading rate. If so,
this is a strength. If not, then teach her to do so.

Accuracy. Fluent readers recognize words accurately
(Ehri & McCormick, 1998). To assess accuracy,
consider the number of words the student recognizes
accurately as he reads words in isolation or within
text. Fluent readers recognize most words (99-100%)
accurately. If a student recognizes most word in a
grade-level text accurately, then this is a strengths.
If not, then this is a need. Sight word instruction and
frequent reading will increase accuracy. Automaticity
facilitates accuracy and vice-versa.
Prosody. Prosody is associated with spoken
language-it includes attention to punctuation,
expression, and rhythm (Hudson, Mercer, & Lane,
2000). Fluent readers read smoothly and expressively,
in harmony with the underlying meaning of the text
(Kuhn & Stahl, 2000). Consider whether students
attend to punctuation, expression, and rhythm. If
they demonstrate these aspects of prosody, these are
strengths. If not, they are instructional needs.
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Comprehension
Reading is a meaning-construction process (Kintsch,
2004; Ruddell & Unrau, 2004). Every artist creates
his own Mona Lisa, using knowledge and reasoning
derived from past experience, paint and canvas.
Likewise, readers use knowledge and reasoning
derived from experience to create meaning with
text. Good readers are not indolent, superficial, or
passive. They are alert, serious, and active. They
make meaning before, during, and after they read
(Cooper & Kiger, 2008; Lipson & Wixon, 2009). There
are two aspects of a reader's meaning-making process
that you should analyze. First, consider the type of
comprehension strategies that students use (Almasi,
2003). Second, attend to the types of comprehension
responses students generate (Dewitz & Dewitz, 2003).

Comprehension strategies. Proficient readers use
many strategies as part of their meaning-making
process (Almasi, 2003). While most proficient
readers use these strategies implicitly (without
thinking about it), less proficient readers may need
to explicitly learn each step to engage in a strategy
(Alexander, Graham, & Harris, 1998). While
students read passages on the CRI or QRI or any
other text, consider how well they use the following
comprehension strategies (Almasi, 2003):
•

Does the student use a previewing strategy
before reading (e.g., picture walks, skimming
the table of contents, reading charts or
tables,)?

•

Does the student set purposes before and
during reading (e.g., predicting what will
happen, asking questions of the text)?

Table 1
Average Reading Rates by Grade Level (Adapted from Hudson, Lane, & Pullen, 2005)

Grade Level

Approximate Reading Rate
(Words per Minute)

First
Second
Third
Fourth
Fifth

39-60
53-94
79-114
90-118
105-128
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•

Does the student monitor comprehension
while reading (e.g., checking for meaning,
using graphic organizers to track information,
asking questions, checking predictions)?

•

Does the student organize ideas to facilitate
recalling, retelling, and inferring (e.g., taking
notes, using graphic organizers to record and
organize text, etc.)?

•

Does the student use knowledge of text
structure and features of text related to
genre (e.g., story elements and illustrations
in fiction texts; main and supporting ideas,
table of contents, glossary, tables, charts and
captions in non-fiction text)?

Strategies that students use successfully are
strengths. Strategies that students are using
inconsistently or not at all are instructional needs.

Comprehension responses. Students demonstrate
comprehension through their responses to text
(Dewitz & Dewitz, 2003). After students read
passages on the CRI or QRI or any other text,
consider their comprehension responses (Applegate,
Quinn, & Applegate; Leslie & Caldwell, 2010):
•

Does the student demonstrate the literal
meaning of text by retelling or answering
text-based questions?

•

Does the student demonstrate higher-order
thinking about the text by using her prior
knowledge and information in the texts to
infer, apply, synthesize, analyze or think
critically about the text?

•

Does the student comprehend beyond the text
by making connections, such as text-to-text,
text-to-self, and text-to-world?

•

Does the student demonstrate evaluativeappreciative comprehension by making
personal judgments about the text?

The kinds of comprehension responses that the
student makes regularly demonstrate strengths. The
kinds of comprehension responses that the student
often has difficulty making identify needs.

Methods for Collecting and
Tracking Assessment Data
In previous articles we have discussed how to use an
Informal Reading Inventory (IRI) to identify students'
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reading strengths and needs (Authors, 2010; Authors,
2010; Authors, in press). While IRis provide a good
estimate for where to start instruction, teachers
need to engage in ongoing assessment to confirm
and revise initial IRI estimates of students' reading
levels, strengths, and needs. In the sections that
follow, we suggest four ways of collecting information
to inform assessment-based reading instruction:
kidwatching (Owacki & Goodman, 2002), anecdotal
records (Owacki & Goodman, 2002), checklists (see
Cooper & Kiger 2008 for checklists at each stage of
literacy development), and rubrics (Popham, 2000).
For each, we describe, "what it is" and "how it's done."

Kid watching
What it is. Kidwatching, a term popularized by Yetta
Goodman (Owacki & Goodman, 2002), is informal
observation of what kids do and say. Kidwatching is
rich with diagnostic information-the idea is to look
for information that reveals the strengths and needs
of your kids (Kibby & Dechert, 2006).
How it's done. While kidwatching is informal, it is
not haphazard. Here are some ideas for observing
students' strengths and needs (Dickinson, McCabe,
& Sprague, 2003; Kibby & Dechert, 2006; Owacki &
Goodman, 2002; Walker, 2008): (1) Look for evidence
that kids are meeting your instructional objectives:
What objectives or aspects of objectives are children
mastering, and which pose struggles? (2) Look for
signs of growth: Have you seen an increased ability
to engage in an aspect of reading compared to your
previous observations? If so, this might signal an
emerging strength. If not, then this might signal an
instructional need. (3) Listen to their engagement:
What do your students find difficult? What do they
enjoy? What they find difficult may signal needs;
whereas, what children enjoy might provide insight
into their strengths. (4) Listen for interactive
talk: What do your kids say to one another during
reading discussions? Do they respond to each other's
comments and questions? Listening to what their
responses are, and how they respond, may indicate
strengths or needs.

Anecdotal Records
What it is. Anecdotal records refer to notes taken
during or after kidwatching (Owacki & Goodman,
2002). Maybe you're thinking, "I'm so busy I seldom
have a minute to catch my breath, let alone record
events in an anecdotal record." True. Teachers
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seldom have time for extended note taking. But
perhaps you can spare 10-15 minutes a day recording
a few comments. Keep anecdotal records on paper
or digitally. Regardless of the method, date all
comments and analysis.
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quadrants (See Figure 2). For example, if all
students' word recognition needs are noted in the top
left corner of the index cards, then the cards can be
stacked by the top left corner so that all the needs in
this quadrant can be viewed as a list. Sort the cards
into piles of similar needs. Organize students into
flexible instructional groups based on who has similar
needs. Their needs will inform your instructional
objectives. If you want to use a technology tool to
keep anecdotal records, you can use an app such as

How it's done. Record the ideas and the words
students use as they talk about books or stories
(Tough, 1973; Dickinson, McCabe, & Sprague, 2003).
Suppose Jen tells Ben, "I loved Sarah Tall & Plain.
Sarah's my favorite character." Ben
listens and says, "Yeah, I liked the Figure 2
book too, but it's not my favorite.
Student Index Cards
I liked Sarah, though. She's a
good person. Don't you think?" If
you were keeping an anecdotal
record, you could note Ben and
Jen's conversation. You might
note Jen's comment that Sarah's
is her favorite character and
Ben's evaluation of the text-"It's
not my favorite ." You might also
note Ben's final question, "Don't
you think?" Ben's comment
suggests that he is interested
in discussing this book with
Jen, and that he's looking for
assurance regarding his opinion.
Anecdotes illuminate how reading
is progressing. They reveal how
a book or character might have
influenced thinking. Anecdotal
records keep track of classroom
events so you can see how
reading knowledge is progressing.
Noting what students do well (a
strength) or have difficulty doing
(a need) identifies places where
instruction may help. Praise their
strengths, identify their needs,
and seek solutions.
If you want to keep anecdotal
records on paper, one way is
to use an index card for each
student. Use one side of the
card for strengths and the
other for needs. Organize your
cards into reading quadrants:
word recognition, fluency, word
meanings, and comprehension.
Sort cards by single or multiple
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Checklist

How it's done. You can create checklists as tables
using a computer program such as Word or Excel.
You can use them in digital format or print and use
them in paper format. Suppose you decide to track
students' progress in word recognition. First, make a
list of your students' names to create rows. Then, list
word recognition skills across the top of your chart to
create a column for each word recognition skill. Now
you have a checklist to track the word recognition
skills for each student you observe (see Figure 3). You
can also track skills across multiple areas of reading
strength and need (see Figure 4 on page 15).

What it is. A checklist identifies skills, strategies,
or behaviors to observe (Cooper & Kiger, 2008).
Checklists do not provide in-depth analysis. Instead,
they track progress dichotomously. Does Sam
read for meaning? Yes or no. They provide a quick
and easy way to track progress toward a goal. If
used regularly, they can help you determine what
instructional decisions are likely to improve reading
performance. They are helpful in tracking progress
across time.

Your checklist will help you decide what skills
or strategies to teach or re-teach. For example,
strategies for which students have few checks, or
none at all, suggest a need for small flexible-group
instruction. If you use a spreadsheet, you can
sort the data by each skill or strategy to identify
common needs for small flexible-group instruction.
For example, in Figure 5 on page16, Randy,
Wanda, Chris, and Connor all need instruction on
comprehension monitoring while they read.

Confer (http://www.conferapp.com/) to track each
student's strengths and needs. The app provides
structure for taking notes on readers' strengths,
their needs, and your intended teaching points. Then
it allows you to sort information about readers by
reading levels, strengths, or needs to inform small
group formation for instruction. The information can
also be exported into a spreadsheet or text document,
or can be shared with others.

Figure 3
Sample Checklist for Tracking Acquisition of Decoding Strategies
Context Clues
Picture Clues
Sounding Out
Chunking
Student
+
+
+
+
Anna
+
Jeremy

Ken
Adam
Michael
Rowe
Allison
Mary
John
Kevin
Dashawn
Jose
Kalvin
Tasha
Josh
Ula
Randy
Wanda
Kris
Connor
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+
+
+

+
+
+

+
+
+

+
+

+
+

+
+
+
+
+
+

+
+
+
+
+
+
+
+
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Rubric

Another option is the Common Core Look-fors app
(http://splaysoft.weebly.com/ccl4s.html), which
provides a digital checklist of all the English Language
Arts Common Core Standards to track your students'
mastery of these grade-level standards. Data can be
presented across time, in merged format (to look at
class progress) or individually for students (to present
to parents), and can be shared with others.

What it is. Rubrics are a detailed way of tracking
reading development to inform instruction
(Popham, 2000). Instead of classifying information
dichotomously, (yes-no; does-does not) rubrics allow
you to assess the quality of progress toward a goal.
Rubrics specify pieces of the key elements or essential
tasks for mastery, which helps teachers and students

Figure 4
Sample Checklist for Tracking Multiple Areas of Reading Strength and Need
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toward the goal of being able to use a decoding
strategy independently, increments of success may
be as follows: (0) the student does not attempt to
use the strategy, (1) the student unsuccessfully
attempts to use strategy when prompted, (2) the
student uses strategy successfully when prompted,
(3) the student sometimes successfully uses strategy
without prompting, or (4) the student consistently

to identify progress toward mastery and what
elements still need to be developed (Gunning, 2006).

How it's done. The key to creating a rubric is to
identify what the incremental criteria are for success.
Typically these increments are assigned a number
to represent the increment of success or point values
that they reflect. For example, as a student works

Figure 5
Sample Tracking Multiple Areas of Reading Strength and Need
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uses strategy successfully without prompting.
Rubrics can be created using the "Table" feature
in Word documents or a digital template such as
Rubistar (http://rubistar.4teachers.org/), which allows
rubrics to be printed, downloaded, or shared online
for others to use. Then, students' progress in using
various strategies can be tracked using a spreadsheet
(see Figure 6), which can be used in paper or digital
formats.
The degree of progress, as determined by placement
on a rubric scale, determines the need for
instructional intervention. For instance, students
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who are consistently successful using a strategy (a "4"
on the rubric scale) may benefit from instruction in
another literacy strategy, since they have mastered
this one. Students who sometimes use a strategy
successfully without prompting (a "3" on the rubric)
or use the strategy successfully when prompted (a "2"
on the rubric) might receive additional guided and
independent practice for this strategy. Students who
do not attempt to use a strategy (a "O" on the rubric
scale) or unsuccessfully use it (a "l" on the rubric
scale) might benefit from small-group modeling,
guided practice, and independent practice for using
the strategy.

Figure 6
Sample Tracking of Acquisition of Decoding Strategies Using Strategy Rubric
Student
Anna
Jeremy
Ken
Adam
Michael
Rowe
Allison
Mary
John

Kevin
Dashawn
Jose
Kalvin
Tasha
Josh
Ula
Randy
Wanda
Kris
Connor

(0) Student
does not
attempt to
use strategy

Picture Clues

Sounding Out

Chunking

Context Clues

4
0

4
1
4
4
4
2
4
4
3
2
3
4
4
4
4
4
3
4
4
4

4
0
2
3
2
1
3
2
2
2
2
4
2
2
2
2
2
3
2
4

4
1
2
2
2
1
3
2
2
1
1
2
1
2
2
2
2
3
2
4

4
4
4
1
4
4
4
1
4
4
1
2
4
2
4
4
4
4

Strategy Rubric Key
(3) Student
(2) Student
(1) Student
sometimes
unsuccessfully uses strategy
successfully
successfully
attempts to
when
uses strategy
use strategy
prompted
without
when
prompting
prompted
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(4) Student
consistently
uses strategy
successfully
without
prompting
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Determining the Appropriate
Context for Instruction
Once you have collected and tracked the strengths and
needs related to the five aspects of reading proficiency
for the children in your class, it is time to consider
what to teach in various instructional contexts-i.e.,
whole-class, small-group, or individual instruction.
Reading needs that most children in the class
share can be taught in the context of whole-class
instruction. While researchers have found that most
instruction occurs in a whole-class format (Elbaum
et al., 1999; Vaughn et al., 2001), this is only
appropriate when most of the children will benefit
from the focus of the lesson. Think about what needs
most of the children in your class share and address
these in the format of whole-class instruction. Be sure
to provide opportunities for children to practice what
you teach in the context of reading an instructional
level text (which of course varies by reader).
Most instruction will need to be provided in the
context of small groups of students who share similar
needs. Research shows that small group instruction is
generally more effective than whole class instruction
because it allows for differentiation of instruction
based on learners' needs (Clay, 2002; Elbaum et al.,
1999; Tyner & Green, 2005; Vaughn et al., 2001). For
small-group instruction, research supports a flexiblegrouping approach in which students participate in
groups with different students who share various
similar instructional needs (Caldwell & Ford, 2002;
Radencich & McKay, 1995). For example, Jill might
participate in a group with Mary and Bill that focuses
on their shared need to learn to make inferences from
text one week, and then participate in a group with
Pam and Brian that focuses on their shared need to
monitor comprehension while reading the following
week. This flexible approach to forming small groups
for instruction has two important advantages over
traditional static ability-based groups. First, unlike
traditional ability grouping, flexible groups change
as readers' strengths and needs change. Second,
flexible groups avoid the social stigma of the labels
associated with static grouping, such as the unspoken
but well understood ranking associated with the
"blue jays," "robins," and "crows." You cannot hide
the true meaning behind static ability-based groups.
Kids readily interpret these groups as smart, ok, and
dumb. Flexible groups help avoid negative identity
formation.
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In some cases, individual instruction is necessary.
This is the case when a child's needs do not overlap
with the needs of other children in the class. In such
cases, provide individual instruction to meet this
child's needs.

Framework for Planning
Assessment-Based Instruction
Once you have identified students' reading strengths
and needs, and determined the appropriate
context for addressing these, you are ready to plan
assessment-based instruction. Remember that
assessment is ongoing, and students' strengths and
needs change across time (Kibby & Decherts, 2006;
Walker, 2008). Therefore, instructional planning
needs to shift with students' changing strengths
and needs. You should constantly be re-assessing
your students needs as you teach to plan for future
instruction (ibid.).
There are five issues to consider when planning for
effective assessment-based instruction: objectives,
rationales, text selection, teaching methods,
and assessment criteria (Almasi, 2003; Kibby &
Dechert, 2006; Mesmer, 2008; Walker, 2008). In the
following sections, we describe how these are used
as a framework to guide instructional planning (see
Figure 7 on page 19 for a lesson plan template that
uses this framework).

Objectives
Objectives focus planning so that outcomes of
instruction are measurable (Michael & Metfessel,
1967). Objectives need to be specific and observable
so you can know whether you have met them.
Suppose you want to know whether Bruce can make
an inference. You need observable evidence-specific
instances where Bruce makes an inference. Vague
criteria lead to uncertain observational judgments.
If you say, "Bruce will understand the text," (too
broad and not measurable) or "Bruce will understand
how to infer," (specific, but not measurable), then
it will be hard to determine whether Bruce met the
objective. Understanding the text does not specifically
address what aspect of understanding is the focus
of instruction (inference), and understanding is not
observable. A better objective would be, "Bruce will
state an inference based on prior knowledge and
information in the text." This objective clearly states
what to observe (the inference stated by Bruce),
and the components of the task (combining prior
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knowledge with text-based information). Determining
your instructional objectives is important since it will
inform decisions you make about instructional texts
and methods. The aspects of your objective that are
measurable or observable will guide how you design
your plan for diagnostic assessment. Some potential
objectives related to each area of reading proficiency
are presented in Table 2 on page 20.

meaning. Readers of War And Peace will certainly
have encountered unpronounceable Russian names.
Yet, they can understand Tolstoy's novel. Making
inferences is crucial because it is the essence of
critical thinking in reading. Thinking through your
rationales for selecting objectives helps you identify
the most crucial reading objectives.

Rationales

Select a text that supports your reading instruction
objectives by allowing the student to practice the
reading strategy that you plan for him to learn (Kibby
& Dechert, 2006). For example, if the instructional
objective is for Bruce to learn to infer based on
information in the text and his prior knowledge, the
text must present opportunities for Bruce to infer

Rationales are the reasoning that underlies a
course of action-in this case, the rationales are the
reasoning behind the instructional objectives you
have chosen (Kibby & Dechert, 2006). Rationales
ensure that your objectives are appropriate. A
rationale has two components.
First, each objective must
address an identified student
need. For example, you
may have noted that Bruce
seldom makes inferences
during small-group reading
discussions. Maybe you have
also noted there is no evidence
of inferences in his reading
response journal. These are
assessment observations, and
they suggest that Bruce needs
instructional on how to make
inferences.
Second, you must determine
your instructional priorities.
Two factors play a role:
professional teacher judgment
and curricular requirements
within your school. Clearly,
making inferences is
fundamental to comprehension,
both based on teacher
judgment and curriculum
goals in most schools. While
you may have also noted that
Bruce mispronounces names,
attending this is not a priority
based on either your teacher
judgment or curriculum goals.
Therefore, it is not high on
your list of objectives. Even
mature readers mispronounce
names without destroying

Text Selection

Figure 7
Lesson-Plan Template
Date of Lesson:
Students Included in Lesson:
1. Objective(sl:

2. Rationale(sl:

3. Text Selection (title. author):
a. Why this text helps the student meet your objective(sl:
b. Readability level of this text:
c. Why this text is an appropriate difficulty level for this student and lesson:

4. Teaching Methods:

5. Plan for Diagnostic Assessment:
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information from text that is not presented directly
and that utilizes his prior knowledge.
The text that you select should also be an appropriate
difficulty (or readability) level for your student
because this supports reading growth and motivation
(Allington, 2005; Stanovich, 1985). Usually you will
choose a text that is at the child's instructional level
(identified through IRI administration or previous
instructional observation; see Authors, 2010);
however, for fluency instruction an independent
level text should be used. For example, if Bruce's
instructional level is third grade, then choose a thirdgrade level text for instruction focused on making
inferences. During instruction, confirm the accuracy
of the instructional level and adjust this level for
future instruction as necessary (Mesmer, 2008).
Interest and background knowledge will also affect
how difficult the reader perceives the text to be.
Interest powerfully motivates reading engagement

(Guthrie et al., 2006), though interest is not always
crucial to text selection. Sometimes we need to read
texts that are not inherently interesting. This is part
of life and learning. Still, the first law of inducing
reluctant readers to engage in reading is to discover
what interests them. If you are having difficulty
getting your students engaged in reading, search out
students' interests. Then search for texts that match
their interests.
Similarly, a readers' prior knowledge of the text
content and genre will make the text easier to
read because of their pre-existing schema for this
information (Anderson & Pearson, 1984). So, when
readers are less confident or reluctant to read,
choosing text that has familiar context and structure
will support their success and build their confidence.
Once you have helped them build confidence, then
it is appropriate to broaden your text selection to
introduce new content and genres.

Table 2
Examples of Measurable Objectives Related to each Area of Reading Proficiency
Area of Reading
Emergent Reading

Examples of Measurable Objectives
0

Students will point to each word as the teacher reads text aloud to demonstrate one-to-one correspondence between oral language and written text.

0

Students will raise their hands when they hear rhyming words read aloud in
text and state which words rhymed.

Word Recognition

0

Students will identify each letter-sound in two- and three-letter words, and
then blend these sounds to correctly identify words.

0

Students will identify chunks in multisyllabic words, and then blend these
chunks to correctly identify words.

0

Students will use picture and letter-sound clues in combination to accurately
identify words in text.

Word-Meaning

0

Understanding

0

Students will appropriately use each new vocabulary word in a sentence.
Students will show a "thumbs-up" signal if the teacher's use of the vocabulary word in a sentence is appropriate or a "thumbs-down" signal if the
word's use is inappropriate.

Fluency

0

Students will read text aloud with expression that accurately reflects the emotion in the text.

0

Students will appropriately pause for commas and stop at periods in text
while reading aloud.

Comprehension

0

Students will state predications about what will happen next in text based on
the clues in the text and their prior knowledge of the world.

0

20

Students will draw an event in their life that personally connects to the text.

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

CHRIST

&

CRAMER

Methods for Teaching

Final Words

Identify a method for helping your students meet
lesson objectives. For example, teach students how
prior knowledge, text, and reasoning are combined
to make an inference. Do not expect that one lesson
will necessarily meet your objective. Inference is a
complex skill. Grasping the concept takes modeling,
guided practice, and independent practice (Pearson
& Gallagher, 1983). Model making an inference while
reading the first few pages of a text aloud. As you
read the next few pages of text aloud, provide guided
practice by asking kids to make an inf~rence with the
support of your guiding questions (e.g., What does the
text say happened? What do you already know about
this?). Next, provide an opportunity for independent
practice by asking students to continue reading and
making inferences about the text on their own.

In this article we provided methods for planning
differentiated assessment-based reading instruction
to fit the needs of the readers in your classroom.
First, five aspects of reading proficiency should be
assessed: emergent reading skills, word recognition,
word-meaning understanding, fluency, and
comprehension. Four methods can be used to gather
and track this assessment data-kidwatching,
anecdotal records, checklists, and rubrics. Then, the
appropriate contexts in which to provide instruction
need to be considered-whole class, small group, or
individual instruction. Finally, lessons should be
planned using a framework that includes establishing
objectives that address readers' needs, determining
instructional rationales to ensure the objectives are
appropriate, selecting texts to match readers and
instructional needs, choosing teaching methods to
meet instructional needs, and identifying assessment
criteria to evaluate readers' progress toward the
objectives. Apply these methods to ensure that your
reading instruction fits each child!

Specific teaching methods are necessary to meet
each objective within a lesson. It is important to
conceptualize how you will implement these methods
across the lesson. It may be helpful to sketch out the
teaching process you will use. Usually, a good rule
is to focus on teaching one objective before reading,
one during reading, and one after reading (Lipson &
Wixon, 2009). Also, consider what you will say as you
explain what to do. Consider what examples you will
use to model the practice, provide guided practice,
and provide independent practice. Think about how
you might respond to your students' comments and
questions. Time spent thinking through teaching
methods smoothes the instructional path.

Assessment Criteria
Your assessment criteria are what you will observe
to determine whether your students met lesson
objectives (Walker, 2008). Planning for assessment
is not an added task at the end of the lesson-it
is a plan to observe performance during reading
instruction (Kibby & Dechert, 2006). For example,
to evaluate Bruce's ability to infer, look for evidence
of growth toward achieving this objective: Did Bruce
use relevant prior knowledge to help him infer? Did
Bruce use information from the text to help him
infer? Were the inferences that Bruce made plausible
based on the text and his knowledge of the world?
Tracking such issues helps you identify what aspects
of inference-making Bruce uses (strengths) and which
he would benefit from further instruction (needs).
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Appendix A
Suggested Published Assessments
Aspect of
Reading
Proficiency
Emergent
Literacy Skills

Suggested Published Assessments

0

0
0

Word
RecognitionSight Word
Knowledge
Word
RecognitionDecoding
Strategies

0
0

0
0

0

0
0

Fluency

0

0

0

Comprehension

0

0

Michigan Literacy Progress Profile (Michigan Department of Education, 2001)
Observation Survey (Clay, 2002)
Abecedarian (Wren & Watts, 2002).
Critical Reading Inventory-Sight Word List (Applegate et al., 2007)
Qualitative Reading Inventory-5-Sight Word List (Leslie &
Caldwell, 2010)
Instant Word List (Fry, 1980)
Critical Reading Inventory-Oral Reading of Leveled Passages (Applegate et al., 2007)
Qualitative Reading Inventory-5-0ral Reading of Leveled Passages
(Leslie & Caldwell, 2010)
Early Names Test (Mather, Sammons, & Schwartz, 2006)
Names Test (Cunningham, 1990)
Critical Reading Inventory-Timed Reading of Leveled Passages
(Applegate et al., 2007)
Qualitative Reading Inventory-5-Timed Reading of Leveled
Passages(Leslie & Caldwell, 2010)
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills testing (DIBELS;
Good & Kaminski, 2002)
Critical Reading Inventory-Retelling and Responses to Questions
about Leveled Passages (Applegate et al., 2007)
Qualitative Reading Inventory-5-Retelling and Responses to Questions about Leveled Passages (Leslie & Caldwell, 2010)
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